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Abstract 
War is not a fun-filled activity for either side. It creates a sense of aversion, mental 
trauma in the minds of the people who involved in the war. War becomes the history as 
the days move on. War, like a disaster, brings bitter memories due to the worst 
outcome. It could fuel violence and vengeance among both the parties which involve in 
this revengeful act. The war memories are often depicted through the lens of people 
who are the witnesses of the occurrences. Undoubtedly, they are the novelists. Mo Yan’s 
well known novel Red Sorghum  retells the  political occurrences and the concurrent 
events due to the Sino Japanese War in China in 1930’s.The story narrated the incidents 
of the Second Sino Japanese War that killed millions of Chinese. It was recorded as the 
one of the largest war death tolls and the costliest war in the history of wars. The novel 
highlights the brutalities meted out to the Chinese people by the Japanese troops.  
Generally, women are doubly marginalized during the war times due to the intersection 
of gender and conflict dynamics and they become the worst sufferers of the wars. They 
are often targeted for sexual violence and are portrayed as meek creatures. Yet, this 
novel portrays the woman protagonist as a rebellious protestor in the pretext of the 
war. His contempt for the Japanese troops rested on her ardent thought of getting a 
zenith. She is depicted as a courageous woman who made a significant impact during 
the war time. 
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Introduction 
Literature allows to bring out the crises and the depressions of the worldly beings and 
allows us know to have an indirect intimate access to the people. Literature is the 
reflection of the world. The society is the key source for the artist to produce a master 
piece. The artist should give back the society a worthy gift to the world as a sense of 
gratitude. Chinese literature is one of the legendary major literatures that continued for 
three thousand years uninterrupted back from the fourteenth century. It was 
profoundly influenced by the literary traditions of other countries, particularly, Japan, 
Korea and Vietnam. It is one of the most creative and interesting literature in the world. 
        Guan Moye, popularly known as Mo Yan, is an eminent writer and wrote the famous 
novel turned movie Red Sorghum which explores the world of reality in an objective 
point of view. Mo Yan represented the real world with the touch of fantasy through the 
eyes of the narrator. Mo Yan’s writing of the war and the life of Chinese is a chronicle of 
socialism. Most of his works portrayed the real life situations of the middle class and the 
abandoned people of China.  He depicted the pain, class domination and the flaws of the 
government boldly and truthfully.  The theme of Mo Yan’s work is the preservation of 
the culture and tradition which the ancestral world maintained. 
  Mo Yan’s well known novel Red Sorghum   was a classic and was hailed as one of 
the best literature with inspiring generations of readers. It was a tale of Yu Zhan’ao and 
Dai Fenglian, a Shandong family who showed their heroic sides to protect the village 
from the Japanese and puppet soldiers. From the beginning to the end of the novel, it is 
filled with battles and bloodsheds.  
Scar Literature: 
 After the Cultural Revolution, the literary theory of scar literature came into rise 
to expose the wounds of the people of China and it gave way to more professional and 
more daring writing, as exemplified in the stories of Wang Meng with the tune of stream 
of consciousness. Wang Anyi and Mo Yan gained a literary reputation with their fanciful 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mo-Yan
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stories and Mo Yan went on to win the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2012. Zhang 
Chenzhi, Jia Pingwa, Han Shaogong and A Chen’s stories were seen as literary treasures 
and Shi Tiesheng, Wang Shuo, and Yu Hua novels won international attention in the 
mid-1990s and afterward. The first part of the literary path after 1949 characterized as 
the stereotypical anticommunist fiction and dripping sentimental essays and poetry, 
producing little memorable literature.  
 Chinese Man Booker Prize and the Nobel Prize had been awarded to the writers 
who focused on the history and war. Counter intuitive occupies a predominant role in 
the   war literature. The phenomenon of destruction gave rise to literature as an act of 
creation too.  A war literature exposes the atrocities and crisis by bringing them to the 
limelight and argues for peace. War literature recorded the acts of war and portrayed 
them in a much similar way. It is full of glee and also filled with anger 

Study of war literature cannot be limited to victims or veterans, one must also 
concern about the post war traumas portrayed in literature. How the writer was 
proficiently able to write about the physical and emotional devastation of the people in 
the war? The emerging war fictions and the intensity of the horror of war that was with 
them stand as the answer to the question. Mo Yan’s Red Sorghum explores the horrors 
of war with the accompaniment of the fictional story of the Shandong family. The novel 
showed the brutality of war and the mass murdering and rape of the Chinese and the 
despicable treatment of the Japanese in the colonized areas.  

Red Sorghum stands as the representative of the Second Sino Chinese War and 
the Cultural Revolution of China and Japan. The ugly truths of war and the hidden 
secrets are revealed in the writings of Mo Yan. According to  Mo Yan “A writer should 
express criticism and indignation at the dark side of society and the ugliness of human 
nature, but we should not use one uniform expression.”  
 Guan Moye, was born on 17 February 1955, is better known as Mo Yan. He was 
born in Gaomi County in Shandong Province. Mo Yan was eleven years when the 
Cultural Revolution launched, so he discontinued his studies and went with his family to 
work as a farmer. The Cultural Revolution left a scar in the mind of the young Mo Yan 
which later on paved way to his literary career.    
History Retold 

History was made easier by the formation of a true commotion of past through 
the production of narratives and analysis of past events relating to their own society. It 
was sometimes provided as a lesson by the historians to the society. The impact of the 
Sino Japanese War cannot be underestimated on it still gongs in the mind of the 
Chinese. The Second Sino Japanese War is considered as one of the most hazardous war 
in the history which affected the people of China very severely. Numerous works and 
documentaries were published and numerous interpretations of several events were 
fiercely disputed. The magnitude of war itself contributed the most to such disputes. 
The Second Sino Japanese War lasted for more than eight years. The invasion of 
Imperial Japan to colonize the mainland of China started from 7 July 1937 and ended on 
9 September 1945. During the period, the Chinese fought for their life and safety. The 
brutalities of the Japanese could be seen through the incidents of Marco Polo Bridge 
Incident and the Nanjing Massacre. The heinous activities of the Japan caused 
unbearable troubles to the citizens. Cadavers of the Chinese were found commonly 
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among the places and the Chinese, to safeguard their lives, ran to safer places or joined 
the puppet army of the Japan. 

The war left a huge scar in the minds of the Chinese. Rape, murder and 
bombardment became a common thing in the time of the war. Japanese appeared from 
nowhere and massacre all the people. Bandits and many other non-governmental 
armies arouse to protect their villages as the government failed to do so. This became a 
threat to the Japanese and a hurdle which made them slow in executing their plan. 
Government used this as a trump card to tire the Japanese Army. Later much alliance 
from the East came up to China to help them to defeat Japan. Chinese won the battle at 
the end with a lot of shambles in country and economy. 

After the Second Sino Japanese War, many writers began to write novels on the 
tragedies of war. The horrors and brutalities faced by the people are profoundly 
illustrated. Memories, novels and histories recounted the stories of war. After 1949, the 
historical novels came into rise to depict the ugly truth of war and the aftermath. Most 
of the novels brought out the real emotions of the Chinese and this is what Red Sorghum 
exactly attempted to portray. Red Sorghum captured the epic panorama of Second Sino 
Japanese War and the Cultural Revolution and illuminated an intimate part of history 
seldom seen with a fictional twist. The story is about the three generation Shandong 
family who set up a fictional story in the Gaomi County in a non-chronological manner. 
The realities of war intertwined with the fictional world that is taken legendary stories 
of the village of Mo Yan.  
War and Violence 

The novel takes the readers to China in 1930’s and the incidents such as 
atrocities of the Japanese invaders, patriarchal   took place during the period is brought 
to lime light without any censorship. Red Sorghum begins at the Northeast Gaomi 
Township in 1939. The story is narrated by the grandson of the main character, Yu 
Zhan’ao (referred as Grandpa or Commander Yu in the novel). The narrator visited the 
village after a long period of ten years and the places brings up the memories of him. 
The story begins with the marriage of Fenglain, the lover of Yu Zhan’ao, who was been 
taken to the Gaomi Township to her husband’s house. Fenglian found the truth about 
her leper husband and she was forced to stay with her leper husband of Shan Family by 
her greedy father. Zhan’ao and Uncle Arhat (noble employee of Shan Family) were the 
sedan bearers of Fenglian. She fell in love with Zhan’ao who stood by her side during all 
her problems. Fenglian returned maternal home after three days as a ritual. Zhan’ao 
kidnapped Fenglian and tried to rape. After being aware that it was Zhan’ao, she left her 
hold free. 

Fenglian was deflowered amidst the red sorghum field and Zhan’ao took a 
promise from her that she should return after three days. In between, he killed the Shan 
family and escaped the city. The murder became a talk of the town and she was taken as 
a suspect of the Shan family murder. Later she was found innocent. Fenglian took over 
the wine distillery with the help of Uncle Arhat. She restarted the business with new 
motive and started to sell them. Zhan’ao returned after a short period and Fenglian took 
him as an employee to the wine distillery. Later on, after several struggles they started 
to live as couple. Zhan’ao became the owner, then a bandit and the most respected 
person in the Gaomi Township. He had affair with Passion (second Grandma) and he 
left the home for her.  
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For the big surprise for the readers, the novel presents the women protagonist 
as a rebel who violates the traditional hooks against her  counterparts of her era. After 
seeing the atrocities meted out by the Japanese soldiers onto the women, she led the 
women of the village and formed anti-Japanese resistance   movement. The novels 
shows her teenage period and her marriage with a leper and the subsequent events 
which led to extreme violence and bloodshed .She opposes the legacy of patriarchy and 
always tries to free herself from the clutches of the rigid patriarchal norms .She tried to 
establish her identity throughout the novel. During the war period, women become the 
causalities in tune with the economy .She, as a victim of war tried to create a space for 
her. Aiming to lead an independent life, she starts her own business and attempts to 
break all the barriers in her ongoing journey. but fate has a different note for her.   

The novel   Red Sorghum   interweaves the sufferings of the common man and 
the atrocities of the Japanese soldiers. The Japanese army occupied the coastal lands of 
the areas and they captured the Gaomi Township also. They took peasants and animals 
for the builing of the highway and Uncle Arhat was also caught by the Japanese officials. 
He was laboured there. The Japanese and the puppet soldiers skinned him alive as a 
punishment for escaping. This act kindled the anger of Shandong family and they 
planned for an ambush in the Jiao Ping Highway. Due to the late arrival of Detachment 
Army, the bandits lost the attack and the soldiers. Fenglian was also killed in the attack 
and this furies Zhan’ao to kill the Japanese army. After numerous battles, Zhan’ao died 
in one of the battles and Donguan took his father’s role diligently. Leng and Jiang took 
over the battle for a short period and won the battle against Japanese army. They 
continued their victory path to safeguard their people. The narrator returned back to 
his village and found the hybridized world. The narrator’s longing and the ancestors to 
bring back the tradition and the heroism could be seen in the final part of the novel. The 
novel ended with the revival of ancestral world to defeat real life war with the selfish 
people of the hybrid society. 
 War was one of the hazardous disasters that affected the country on the whole. It 
was pain taken over by every citizens of the country for the sake of certain individuals. 
Wars not only affected the country and the people but also affected the soldiers. In 
Wilfred Owen’s poem Dulce Et Decorum Est he used the line “The old Lie: Dulce et 
decorum est Pro patria mori” which bears the meaning “The old lie: It is sweet and 
proper to die for one’s country” was about the soldiers who left their family for war. 
(warpoetry.co.uk) During the war, many regular and irregular forces rose up and they 
were happy about their heroism in the battle. But what they were not aware was their 
unexpected death. The bandits or the irregular forces were weak in artillery and were 
too young to know about the meaning of war. Other than this the people were also 
unstable about their life. They knew that they would face death any moment and it was 
not sweet to die for one’s country leaving without a trace.  
 According to Owen, war was not a sweet thing but a scar. Mo Yan also brought 
out the same idea in his novel which portrayed the status of soldiers, people and bandits 
during the war. Most of the war literatures either portrayed the war front experiences 
or the other side of war but this novel intertwined both the aspects of the war. Mo Yan, 
as a young child experienced and heard the legendary heroic stories of the village 
through the old people or from the old bandit groups. This was the trigger to the story 
which helped to portray the life and struggle of his people with tint of magical elements. 
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The characters in the novel were created with much consideration that each of them 
made their part memorable in the minds of the readers. 
 In Red Sorghum, Mo Yan had used myth, allegory, metaphors and folklore to 
signify the importance of war. He used folklores and myth to make the novel look real 
and the historic events more enjoyable with the family romance. He used his 
hallucinatory mind to overcome the horrid view of bloodshed and cadaver in the minds 
of the readers. The magical elements played a vital role in every novel of Mo Yan. His 
unique way of experimenting new methods of writing earned him popularity. His 
outspoken nature and straight answers despite being political figure shows the heroic 
mind of him which is missing in this dehumanized world. According to the review of  
Whitetaker in goodreads.com, Red Sorghum was  

… a scathing critique of the way the Chinese behaved during the Japanese 
occupation. It was particularly interesting reading this and contrasting its 
depiction of the Chinese peasant rebels with Xiao Hong’s in 生死场 (The Field of 

Life and Death). Xiao Hong shows the peasant rebels as glorious, patriotic 
fighters. This aspect of their character is not absent from Mo Yan’s depictions, but 
he also goes further to show that not all of the rebels were acting out of 
patriotism. Some were acting out of self-interest, using the war and the weapons 
collected to become mini-war lords and to build their own power base, often by 
attacking other rebel groups.  

Authors like Han Shagong and Wang Anyi also exposed the realities of the wars during 
the Second Sino Japanese War and the Cultural Revolution which affected the life of the 
Chinese very severely. The end of two wars gave the mainland writers a great fury to 
write about the innocent people and the backlash of the government with a front line 
experience. These authors including Mo Yan mostly focused on the historic world of the 
middle class people rather than the materialistic world. The blend of the magical 
elements and the history was a common trend found in most of the authors after the 
1949. 
Red is Red 
 Mo Yan had used different colours in the novel to portray the colourful life of the 
people before the war. The colour red is mainly used throughout the novel to depict 
China as a whole. The red sorghum field played a significant role that tells about the 
importance of red sorghum in the 40’s and 50’s in China. The red sorghum represented 
the bourgeoisie society. The sorghum field was depicted in every scene in the novel. 
Most of the ambush and battles took place in the sorghum field and the development of 
the Shandong family also happened in the red sorghum. The expressions of red sorghum 
were portrayed through the words of the authors which pleases the mind of the readers. 
 Hybridization is another concept that grew at the end of the novel. The 
dehumanized world advanced itself with the unheroic, self-oriented nature and being 
coward. Mo Yan highlighted the hybrid culture in order to portray the present situation 
of the people towards the materialistic world. The heroism presented in each every 
minute particles of China had gone now. Mo Yan, to relieve his fury, he opted the novel 
to display the lack of the hybrid people. War is one of the reasons that caused people to 
follow the hybrid world or the fake world. The expression of narrator when returns to 
Northeast Gaomi Township after ten years made him realise the affectation of the 
hybrid culture over his village. He found himself in guilt and wanted to purify himself 
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with heroic power of his ancestors. In the end, his Second Grandma Passion told him to 
take the pure red sorghum which will make him destroy the evils and devils of the 
society. Mo Yan wanted to protect his village, its courage, bravery and pride but to live a 
safe and secured life but people chose the materialistic life. At the end of the war, many 
Chinese lost their lives; young kids do not know what to do after the war. The children’s 
education was spoiled due to the participation in war for a long period. Because of war, 
many black markets and cheating companies came into existence.  
Conclusion 
 Mo Yan in Red Sorghum had given his views on war through diverse characters. 
He used two main incidents of the Nanjing Massacre and the Marco Polo Bridge Incident 
in the novel to highlight the real historical background in the novel. Nanjing Massacre 
was one of the greatest tragedies of China and a shame in the minds of Japan. The Marco 
Polo Bridge Incident was the first attack of the Chinese resistance warriors against 
Japan and it was the loop for the entire war. Mo Yan had used ordinary common 
characters of the village and highlighted them with his unique creative writing. History 
represents dry facts but the creative write gives life to the facts and mould them with 
the fictional story to make a great impact on the readers. Mo Yan as a creative writer 
presented the life of the bandits and the villagers especially the women  in a highly 
realistic manner that is in the heroic memory of the villagers till now.  
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